































































again	as	 I	 searched	 for	words	 in	 literature	 to	speak	 to	you	about	mercy	 in	a	
Year	 of	 Mercy.	 I	 was	 startled,	 because	 I	 found	 in	 these	 beautiful,	 powerful	
words	 the	 entire	 outline	 of	what	 I	want	 to	 share	 in	 this	 presentation	 about	
Mercy	and	Mission.	God’s	mercy,	Shakespeare	says,	 is	 an	attribute	of	God	as	
such.	God	is	a	God	of	Mercy,	and	human	beings	are	most	like	God	when	they	









These	 opening	 reflections	 on	 Mercy	 and	 Mission	 suggest	 a	 way	 to	
organize	these	reflections	that	I	would	like	to	share	with	you	today.	A	first	part	
will	meditate	on	our	Triune	God,	a	communion‐in‐mission,	as	a	God	of	Mercy.	







http://www.freshexpressions.org.uk/guide/about/principles/transform.	 Cited	 also	 in	 Kirsteen	
Kim,	 Joining	in	with	the	Spirit:	Connecting	World	Church	and	Local	Mission	 (London:	Epworth	
Press,	2010),	1.	












Mercy,	wrote	 Shakespeare,	 “is	 an	 attribute	 to	 God	 himself.”	 Cardinal	
Walter	Kasper,	however,	notes	that	God’s	mercy	needs	to	be	understood	even	
more	 fundamentally.	 It	 is,	 he	 says,	 “God’s	Defining	Attribute.”5	Mercy,	 insists	
Kasper,	cannot	be	regarded	as	a	marginal,	derivative	quality	of	God.	“Instead,	
mercy	 is	 the	externally	visible	and	effectively	active	aspect	of	 the	essence	of	
God,	who	is	love	(1John	4:8,	16).		
Equating	God’s	mercy	with	God’s	love	points	to	the	fact	that	it	 is	not	a	
quality	 that	generates	a	 “Plan	B”	 for	a	 fallen	humanity	and	a	 fallen	world.	No,	












During	 an	Angelus	message	 soon	 after	 he	 became	 pope,	 Pope	 Francis	





Australian	 theologian	Denis	Edwards	describes	 the	act	of	 creation	as	
the	gentle,	caring,	loving	action	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	coaxing	and	persuading	the	




5	Walter	 Kasper,	Mercy:	The	Essence	 of	 the	Gospel	and	 the	Key	 to	Christian	Life	 (New	 York	 /	
Mahwah,	NJ:	Paulist	Press,	2013),	Kindle	Edition,	location	1617.	
6	EG	3.	











life‐giving	 presence	 of	 a	 lover:	 “…	 the	 Spirit,	more	mobile	 than	 any	motion,	
blows	 throughout	 the	world	with	 compassionate	 love	 that	 grants	 nature	 its	
own	creativity	and	humans	their	own	freedom,	all	the	while	companioning	them	
through	the	terror	of	history	toward	a	new	future.”10	Creation	is	conceived	in	









that	God	 revealed	Godself	 fully	 as	 a	God	of	mercy.	 In	Abraham,	 “all	 nations”	
would	find	a	blessing”	(Gen	12:2).	In	and	through	Israel	God	would	show	God’s	































But	 then	 the	 scene	 shifts	 to	 the	 present,	 and	 God	 laments	 Israel’s	
unfaithfulness.	“The	more	I	called	them,	the	more	they	went	from	me.	 	…	My	
people	are	bent	on	turning	away	from	me”	(11:2,	7).	And	that	unfaithfulness	
has	 and	 has	 had	 consequences:	 exile	 and	 slavery.	 “They	 shall	 return	 to	 the	











but	 God	 will	 be	 faithful.	 And	 so	 in	 the	 end,	 love	 and	 mercy	 win.	 God	 will	
continue	to	work	in	Israel’s	history.	In	the	end,	God	promises	a	new	covenant,	
one	 in	which	 Israel’s	hearts	of	 stone	will	be	 replaced	by	hearts	of	 flesh,	 and	
God	will	place	God’s	very	Spirit	within	them	(Ez	36:27).		
One	small	verse	in	Psalm	49	might	explain	how,	in	Sam	Wells’s	words	
again,	 “God’s	 love	 is	 crazy,	 illogical,	 and	a	matter	of	pure	grace”15	The	 line	 is	
“God	delights	 in	God’s	people”	 (Ps	149:4).	For	some	crazy	reason,	God	 loves	
Israel.	 As	God	 said	 to	Moses	 in	Deuteronomy,	 it	was	not	 because	 they	were	






think	 of	 that	 far	 too	 little.”16	God	 enjoys	us,	Ames	muses,	 “not	 in	 any	 simple	






























him.	 It	 struck	me	 one	 time	while	 I	 was	meditating	 on	 this	 passage	 what	 that	
touch	might	have	been	 like.	Most	 likely	 it	wasn’t	 a	 tentative,	 fearful	 touch—
eeew!—but	a	loving,	generous,	merciful	touch.	And	the	leper	was	healed.		
Every	once	 in	a	while	we	see	mercy	 incarnate	 in	 Jesus’	attitudes	and	
actions.	 In	Mark’s	 sixth	 chapter,	 beginning	with	 verse	 30,	 we	 read	 how	 the	
apostles	came	back	to	 Jesus	after	 they	had	been	on	mission,	proclaiming	the	
Reign	of	God,	casting	out	many	demons,	and	curing	many	sick	people.	They	were	
obviously	 excited,	 and	were	 sharing	with	 Jesus	 “all	 that	 they	 had	 done	 and	
























that	 he	 saw	him	 coming	back	 in	 the	 distance	 (Lk	15:20)—and	accepting	 his	
long	lost,	really	unworthy	son.	In	these	parables	we	see	the	determination	of	
God—incarnate	 in	 the	good	shepherd	and	 the	persistent	woman—and	God’s	
joy	 when	 that	 determination	 succeeds;	 we	 see	 as	 well	 the	 truth	 of	 Pope	





































































death	 is	not	 the	end	of	 the	story.	 If	 it	were,	as	British	scripture	scholar	N.	T.	
Wright	argues	persuasively,	we	would	not	be	able	to	explain	how	Jesus	and	his	




as	 alive,	 as	 present,	 as	 transforming	 today.23	As	 it	 is,	 the	 mercy	 of	 God,	
incarnate	in	Jesus,	raised	from	the	dead,	has	been	shared	with	Jesus’	disciples,	
















The	 great	mercy	 of	 God	 does	 not	 stop	with	 simply	 having	mercy	 on	
us—giving	us	and	all	creation	the	gift	of	existence,	and,	for	some	of	it,	the	gift	










This	 idea	of	 sharing	 in	 the	divine	nature	 is	 echoed	 repeatedly	 in	 the	
writings	of	 Irenaeus,	Clement	of	Alexandria,	Athanasius,	and	many	others	as	
they	 talk	 of	 deification	 or	 theosis.24	While	 such	 language	 often	 seems	 static,	






mercy	 we	 are	 People	 of	 mercy.	 God	 is—in	 Denise	 Levertov’s	 words—an	
intemperate	waterfall	 of	mercy,	mercy	 “not	 strained”	 as	 Shakespere	 puts	 it.	
God	 created	 the	world	 out	 of	 this	 overflowing,	 unstrained	mercy.	 God	 looks	
with	eyes	of	mercy	on	those	who	suffer	and	who	are	oppressed,	and	so	calls	







message	 and	 sign	 of	 pardon,	 strength,	 aid,	 and	 love.	 May	 she	 never	 tire	 of	
																																																													




























civilly	 married	 couple	 on	 January	 12,	 2014.31	Similarly,	 Francis	 implies	 that	




with	 prudence	 and	 boldness.”32	Might	 such	 “prudence	 and	 boldness”	 entail	
allowing	divorced	and	remarried	Catholics	 to	receive	 the	Eucharist?	Might	 it	
include	more	instances	of	intercommunion	with	other	Christian	churches	and	
communities?	These	questions	are	subjects	of	hot	debate	in	the	church	today.	



























field	hospital	after	battle.	 It	 is	useless	 to	ask	a	seriously	 injured	person	 if	he	
has	high	cholesterol	and	about	the	level	of	his	blood	sugars.	You	have	to	heal	
his	wounds.	Then	we	can	talk	about	everything	else.	Heal	the	wounds,	heal	the	













vulnerability,	 and	hospitality.	 Another	way	 it	 can	 take	place	 is	what	we	will	
reflect	on	in	this	section—Christians	“mercying”	by	doing	works	of	mercy,	the	



















The	 Corporal	 Works	 of	 Mercy	 certainly	 have	 their	 roots	 in	 the	 Old	
Testament,	 particularly	 in	 passages	 like	 Is	 58:7‐9	 and	 Micah	 6:8,	 but	 more	







Works	 of	Mercy	 are	 also	 seven.	 They	 are:	 instruct	 the	 ignorant;	 counsel	 the	
doubtful;	comfort	the	sorrowful;	admonish	the	sinner;	gladly	forgive	injuries;	
bear	wrongs	patiently;	and	pray	for	the	living	and	the	dead.42		
Walter	Kasper	 quotes	 a	 beautiful	 prayer	 by	 St.	 Faustina	Kwalska	 (to	
whom	St.	John	Paul	II	was	so	devoted)	that	eloquently	expresses	the	extent	of	











Genuine	 “mercying”	 does	 not	 just	 relieve	 suffering	 or	misery.	 It	 goes	 to	 the	
root	of	the	problems	and	works	for	personal,	societal,	and	structural	change.	























How	might	we	 live	 out	 the	 spiritual	 and	 corporal	works	 of	mercy	 today,	 as	
partners	in	God’s	mission?	Obviously	the	concrete	ways	are	many,	and	Christians,	
as	missionary,	 mercy‐bearing	 disciples,	 need	 constantly	 to	 discern	where	 God’s	
mercy	is	at	work	and	beckons	them	to	work	in	their	particular	contexts.	In	this	
final	section	of	my	reflections	on	mission	and	mercy	I’d	 like	to	offer	three	rough	
sketches	of	where	God	 is	working	and	beckons	us	 to	work	 in	 today’s	Australian	






On	 his	 first	 trip	 outside	 the	 Vatican	 after	 being	 elected	 pope,	 Pope	
Francis	traveled	to	the	Mediterranean	island	of	Lampedusa,	the	first	landfall	of	
many	migrants	making	the	perilous	journey	from	Africa	to	Italy.	Many	of	these	
migrants,	 victims	 of	 corrupt	 smugglers,	 were	 “dying	 at	 sea,	 in	 boats	 which	










their	 hearts	 against	 Syrian	 and	 Afghani	 migrants	 and	 refugees	 who	 crowd	
their	borders,	in	demagogues	like	Donald	Trump	who	would	build	a	wall	along	
the	 US‐Mexican	 border	 or	 forbid	Muslims	 to	 enter	 the	 United	 States.	 In	 his	
















can	 to	 show	mercy	 to	 these	 poorest	 of	 today’s	 poor.	 The	 corporal	 work	 of	
mercy	of	welcoming	the	stranger,	and	the	spiritual	work	of	mercy	of	praying	
for	the	living	and	the	dead,	need	to	take	concrete	shape	in	our	personal	actions,	our	
voting,	 our	 charitable	 contributions,	 and	 our	 liturgical	 and	private	 prayers.	 How	
can	the	picture	of	that	small	Syrian	child	lying	on	a	Turkish	beach	be	ignored?	
How	can	hundreds	of	Latin	Americans	dying	of	thirst	in	the	Arizona	desert	leave	us	








lives	 to	 the	 world’s	 victims—women	 who	 have	 been	 sexually	 harassed	 or	
raped,	 women	 and	 children	 who	 have	 been	 physically	 or	 sexually	 abused,	
victims	 who	 have	 been	 displaced	 by	 war,	 victims	 of	 human	 trafficking,	
children	 who	 have	 been	 recruited	 to	 fight	 civil	 wars,	 children	 who	 are	 the	
victims	of	clergy	sexual	abuse.	The	corporal	work	of	mercy	of	healing	the	sick	
takes	on	powerful	significance	as	we	show	mercy	to	victims	of	AIDS,	or	Ebola	






Much	 harder,	 however,	 is	 to	 extend	mercy	 to	 those	 who	 perpetrate	
violence	and	injustice,	and	thus	put	into	practice	the	corporal	work	of	visiting	
the	 imprisoned	 and	 the	 spiritual	 works	 of	 forgiving	 injuries	 and	 bearing	
wrongs.	 While	 justice	 must	 always	 be	 seasoned	 with	 mercy,	 mercy	 needs	
always	to	be	seasoned	with	justice.	As	Pope	Francis	writes,	“these	are	not	two	
contradictory	 realities,	 but	 two	 dimensions	 of	 a	 single	 reality	 that	 unfolds	
progressively	until	it	culminates	in	the	fullness	of	love.”46		
Having	mercy	 on	 perpetrators	 does	 not	mean	 ignoring	 or	 forgetting	
the	evil	they	have	done,	nor	does	it	mean	absolving	them	of	the	consequences	
of	 their	 actions.	 Certainly,	 society	 needs	 to	 be	 protected	 from	 criminals,	
rapists,	 child	 abusers,	 drug	 dealers	 and	 the	 like.	 Such	 protection,	 however,	








inhuman	 way	 and	 deny	 the	 human	 dignity	 that	 they	 have	 denied	 by	 their	
actions.	 Christians	 and	 the	 church	 need	 to	work	 for	 prison	 reform,	 and	 the	
abolition	of	the	death	penalty	where	it	still	exists.		
There	 have	 been	 wonderful	 examples	 of	 “healing	 circles”	 in	 which	
reconciliation	 is	cultivated	and	restorative	 justice	 is	practiced—I	 think	of	Fr.	
Dave	Kelly	and	his	ministry	with	victims	and	perpetrators	 in	 the	Back	of	 the	



















Like	 John	Paul	 II	 and	 the	Australian	 bishops,	 Francis	 calls	 for	 an	 “ecological	
conversion,”	 one	 that	 recognizes	 creation’s	 beauty	 and	 dignity,	 and	 calls	 for	
our	mercy	on	its	wounded	and	broken	state.48	
As	 far	 back	 as	 1988,	 the	 bishops	 of	 the	 Philippines	wrote	 that	 “God	




























the	 use	 of	more	 renewable	 energy,	 a	 change	 in	 people’s	 habits	 of	 consumption,	
recycling	and	conservation	of	electricity	are	calls	for	acts	of	mercy,	the	practice	of	
the	“new”	corporal	work	of	mercy	that	is	the	care	and	protection	of	creation.51	




















50	Catholic	 Bishops	 of	 Queensland,	 Let	 the	Many	Coastlands	Be	Glad!	A	Pastoral	Letter	on	 the	
Great	Barrier	Reef,	 http://catholicearthcare.org.au/wp‐content/uploads/2015/02/Let‐The‐Many‐
Coastlines‐Be‐Glad‐A‐Pastoral‐Letter‐on‐the‐Great‐Barrior‐Reef.pdf,	 6.	 Quoting	 Penelope	 Figgs	
and	Geoff	Mosely,	“Australia’s	Wilderness	Heritage,	Volume	1,”	World	Heritage	Areas	(Sydney:	
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